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179. Memorandum for the Files of a Conference With the 
President, White House, Washington, October 5, 1963, 
9:30 a.m. 1 


SUBJECT 

Presidential Conference on South Vietnam 

A conference on South Vietnam was held in the Cabinet Room at 
9:30 a.m., October 5, 1963. Present were the Vice President, Secretary 
Rusk, Secretary McNamara, Under Secretary Harriman, General Tay- 
lor, Mr. McCone, Administrator Bell, Mr. Bundy and Mr. Forrestal. 

The meeting discussed the report of Secretary McNamara and 
General Taylor and considered draft instructions to Ambassador 
Lodge. 

The President asked what would be the impact of a suspension of 
the Commodity Import Program. Mr. Bell replied that the Commodity 
Import Program accounted for approximately 40 percent of South 
Vietnam's imports. He emphasized that the real effect of a suspension 
would be an interruption of the flow of commodities into the country. 
A suspension would not necessarily have an impact upon the govern- 
ment budget. A continued suspension, however, would have a serious 
effect on the economy. 

Mr. McCone said that he believed that the principal effect of a 
suspension would be to cause an economic crisis in the Saigon busi- 
ness community. This would be more pronounced than the political 
effects such a suspension might have upon Diem and Nhu. 

1 Source: Kennedy Library, National Security Files, Meetings and Memoranda Se- 
ries, Meetings on Vietnam. Top Secret. Drafted by Forrestal on October 7. Forrestal sent 
this memorandum to Bromley Smith under cover of a memorandum of October 8 which 
reads in part as follows: 

" I also attach a draft NSAM together with a memorandum to Secretary McNamara. 
If the NSAM looks okay to you, will you shoot it off to McNamara for his clearance? 

"Should copies of the NSAM go to anybody else (Secretary Dillon, the Attorney 
General, the Vice President)? I should think perhaps not." 

Smith indicated on the memorandum that he had obtained McNamara's clearance 
and agreed with Forrestal that no copies should be sent to any one else. The draft 
NSAM referred to comprised a draft report to the NSC, October 4 (see footnote 3, 
Document 174), an annex to the report (Document 175), and a draft of telegram 534 to 
Saigon (Document 181), which was essentially the draft report to the NSC in cable form. 



Period of Interlude 369 


Secretary McNamara pointed out that since we have already sus- 
pended the funding of imports under the program, it would be difficult 
to resume now. 

The President agreed and asked Mr. Bell what would be the 
impact of a suspension of the two capital projects, the Saigon water 
works and the Saigon power project. 

Mr. Bell replied that a suspension of these projects would not 
have an effect upon the economy or upon the military effort. But, he 
pointed out, both projects were already started and near their final 
stages of completion. The water project was complete except for the 
construction of a filtration plant; and the power station needed only a 
building to house the turbines, which had already been ordered. The 
President suggested that the contractors in each case simply be told 
that a decision on the final stages of the two projects would be delayed 
for policy reasons for an indefinite, but not necessarily long, period of 
time. Our public posture should be that the two projects were being 
suspended for further review. 

The President noted that the recommendations with respect to the 
PL 480 program were tantamount to taking no substantive action at 
this time. In this connection he suggested that, for the present, we say 
only that we were not in a position to make forward decisions. 

The discussion then turned to recommendations concerning a 
suspension of assistance to those forces under Colonel Tung which 
were located in Saigon rather than in the field. The President empha- 
sized that we should make clear the basis upon which we were sus- 
pending aid to these forces, i.e. that they were not directly contributing 
to the war effort and therefore we could not support them. 

The President asked Secretary McNamara for his opinion on the 
nature of the controversy between the Buddhists and the Government. 
Secretary McNamara replied that in his opinion the controversy was 
now more political than it was religious. 

After a discussion with General Taylor, the President observed 
that the military improvements which we wished to press upon Diem 
be taken up as soon as possible by General Harkins rather than by 
Ambassador Lodge. It would be preferable if discussions of political 
improvements and possible U.S. pressure actions were undertaken by 
Ambassador Lodge. The President also said that we should not con- 
sider the political recommendations to be in the nature of a hard and 
fast list of demands, and that this point should be made more clear in 
the draft instructions. 2 The most likely and desirable result of any U.S. 
pressures would be to bring Diem to talk seriously to Lodge about the 
whole range of issues between us. 

2 The changes made in the draft at the instruction of President are explained in the 
footnotes to Document 181. See also infra. 
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The Secretary of State agreed that the military matters should be 
pressed and that they stood the best chance of being accepted by the 
GVN. Nevertheless, he felt that we should not forget the importance 
of obtaining an improvement in the political climate in Saigon. 

The President said that no formal or public statement should be 
made at the conclusion of the meeting. Instead he felt that the Secre- 
taries of State and Defense in executive session before Congressional 
committees next week should confine themselves to saying that U.S. 
programs were under continuing review in light of the President s 
previously announced policy that we supported those things which 
furthered the war effort and would not support those things which do 
not. 

It was agreed that Section 5 of the McNamara/Taylor Report be 
approved and that appropriate instructions implementing the recom- 
mendation in this section be transmitted via CAS channels. Mr. Mc- 
Cone said that any such activity should be carried on under the tight- 
est security under the direction of the CAS station chief. The President 
agreed, but added that these activities should be subject to the Ambas- 
sador's general guidance. 

The President also said that our decision to remove 1,000 U.S. 
advisors by December of this year should not be raised formally with 
Diem. Instead the action should be carried out routinely as part of our 
general posture of withdrawing people when they are no longer 
needed. 

There is attached to this memorandum a copy of the McNamara/ 
Taylor report and the final telegraphic instructions to Ambassador 
Lodge. 3 

ML V, Forrestal 

3 Neither attached, but see Documents 167 and 181. 



